The concept of a Baltimorean Homeless Library (BHL) 


Brief description 

Since the 1980s, the homeless population in the United States has expanded due to a Reagan 
administration policy which deinstitutionalized those deemed mentally ill, coupled with a breakdown 
of marriages, stagnant wages, spread of illegal drugs in cities, increased poverty, and expensive 
housing, all putting strain on public services.! The Enoch Pratt Free Library (EPFL), the main library in 


the City of Baltimore, has a mobile jobs center, book mobile, and other services that help the homeless. 


However, their policies of no loitering, having offensive body odor, sleeping, lying down or appearance 
of sleeping on library premises, undoubtedly lead to conflict with those who are homeless, a population 
which does not have means of other individuals and may have mental illnesses. Homeless people are 
sometimes restricted by existing library systems, even though libraries are becoming pseudo-homeless 
shelters since libraries provide necessary services for these unique library patrons.” While the exact 
number of homeless Baltimoreans is not known, possibly numbering in the thousands or tens of 
thousands, there is clearly a population of individuals, who can be assisted by our mobile library, the 


Baltimorean Homeless Library (BHL).? We also hand out cards with food, legal assistance, shelter, 
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employment, and welfare information like the BCPL (Baltimore County Public Library) system.* We 
do not charge fees for our service and allow homeless individuals to use shelter addresses as their 
permanent addresses. In order to serve this community, we work with the local system, the Behavioral 
Health System of Baltimore, the BCPL system, Housing Our Neighbors, Homeless People’s Action 
Network, Youth Empowered Society (YES), St. Vincent De Paul of Baltimore, Archdiocese of 
Baltimore, Baltimore Outreach Services, Healthcare for the Homeless, the Baltimore Station, United 
Way of Central Maryland, the Interagency Council on Homelessness in Maryland, The Journey Home, 
and the Baltimore City Government, including the Mayor's Office of Human Services and the 
Baltimore City Health Department.’ In order to promote our mission, some of our members also give 
informational talks at EPFL branches, universities, and at other public institutions. 
Mission statement 

The Baltimorean Homeless Library (BHL) was founded as a non-profit institution in 2016. It 
strives to help the homeless population of this wonderful city, 90% of whom are either Black, White, or 
Latino, allowing them access to information, like usual patrons of library, and use other resources.° 
With such resources at their fingertips, they can effectively participate in our current society, including 
creating their own books, which we will add to our collection. We go to where homeless people are 
living, whether in Baltimore’s varied shelters, tent cities, or wherever, having social workers, job 
counselors, and licensed practitioners on staff to serve their needs, including helping the homeless get 


more permanent places to say, be that a home or a rented space.’ As a result, we have no physical 
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building, but have bookmobiles, colorfully painted by kids in Baltimore City schools, displaying our 
name, website, and other contact information. 
Collection policy 

This internal document serves a method of developing the BHL’s collection and setting out the 
appropriate criteria to maintain and expand this collection in the future.* In order to make sure this 
policy is in tune with current trends and developments, this policy will be periodically reviewed and 
revised every two years, with input from all staff members. 
Collection purpose 

The collection of the BHL supports the information needs of the homeless community in the 
great city of Baltimore, with many of the library resources selected with that in mind. In order to make 
sure this is as accurate as possible, we work with advocacy groups and governmental institutions, 
including the EPFL, so that this collection can be accurately selected. A secondary objective is to make 
sure that materials allowing for one’s social growth and information enrichment are available to the 
population that the BHL serves. 
Format 

Our collection has a number of formats. Since we do not have the resources of an institution 
like the EPFL, printed books and publications are the mainstay of our collections, including the 
newspapers of the day. While other libraries have digital and electronic formats such as CDs & DVDs, 
eBooks, and other varied formats, since the BHL does not occupy a physical space, it is hard to 
distribute these materials, so we focus more on the physical elements of our collection. We do have a 
few e-readers, pre-loaded with books that can be borrowed, that are a small part of our collections. 


Language 


Shantytowns Near Baltimore”; Pyke, “Baltimore Police Quietly Evict Homeless Camp Under Bridge”; Sileo, “Homeless 
Shelters” 

8 This collection policy is modeled after Goddard College’s collection development policy for the Eliot D. Pratt Library and 
takes concepts from the Enoch Pratt Free Library’s selection policies outlined in 2007 


Our materials are primarily in English, but we do have materials for those who speak other 
languages such as Spanish. We also have materials specifically for those who visually impaired, and 
work with National Library Service for the Blind and Mentally Handicapped (NLS). 

Responsibility for selection 

Our materials are selected by the staff of the BHL, with advice from other institutions, and our 
chief coordinator, due to their growing knowledge of our collection and ensuring that our acquisitions 
are within our budget. We welcome recommendations from the homeless population we serve, even 
though not all recommendations can be fulfilled due to our budget constraints. Materials deemed 
unnecessary for the current time are weeded out as needed by the BHL staff. 

Selection criteria 

Those library staff who select our resources determine our selections by ensuring that these 
resources are consistent with our mission, have high quality in their factual, artistic, or literary style, 
with the reputation of an author, publisher or producer taken into account. Additionally, the value of our 
items will be proportionate with need or cost. 

Diversity of collections 

We strive to make available a wide diversity of expressions and views, including the religious 
texts of all the world’s religions, some of which may be controversial to either users or staff.’ Even so, 
staff of the BHL do not endorse every idea or representation within our collection. As such, we support 
the idea of intellectual freedom, making sure that we are not excluding items which are listed on the 
American Library Association’s Banned Books list. However, any items published by hate groups listed 
by the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) will not be stocked as part of our collection. Even so, we 
will independently assess their listing of hate groups. In order to ensure we are not stocking other 


hateful content, including that which is pornographic, racist, sexist, anti-Semitic, transphobic, or 


° Due to the fact that my institution is a mobile one without a fixed address, a policy was created which would reflect this 
reality, resulting in a more selective collection than other institutions. 


Islamophobic, we consult with advocates, and other institutions if need be, to make these necessary 
exclusions.'® We do this not as a measure to morally protect our patrons but rather to make sure they do 
not receive misinformation. Freedom of information is important, but if hateful content is removed, 
then the environment for further learning is greatly improved and enriched. 
Procedures 

In selecting library resources, staff will evaluate our available resources, assess suggestions and 
requests, with recommendations judged by the criteria laid out in the diversity of collections section of 
this collection policy. The same applies to those materials which are gifted to us. We will not accept 
any books which are damaged by bugs, by mold, or smell smoky, as this affects the rest of our 
collections. Selection is a process which is ongoing, including removal of non-appropriate materials 
and replacement of those materials which are lost and worn. Any books that are challenged by either 
patrons or other individuals (and organizations) will undergo a specific procedure which ensures that 
their concerns are recognized, while establishing that the BHL reserves the final right on addressing the 


challenge and its validity. 
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For this organizational chart, I used varied sources to create this chart, aligning it with the 
budget, as outlined in the next section.'! 


Budget 


The BHL’s funding began through a Mighty Cause crowdfunding campaign and has continued 


that way, so the public can fund something they believe in, giving what they wish. Those who give 
money get perks for their investment in this effort, including hats, t-shirts, and tote bags. We follow all 


applicable SEC regulations and federal laws, including the JOBS (Jumpstart Our Business Startups) 


"TT started by using the chart of the EPFL, coming from a PDF talking about the EPFL’s transition, and made sure that the 


organizational chart fit what I set out in the mission statement. I used my knowledge as a former associate at the EPFL to 
further inform the categories in the chart and made sure that the next section, the budget, aligned with this chart as well. I 
made revisions to the chart after taking into mind what one student suggested: that the chart should delineate how many 
people from the organization are in each position. 


Act, which specifically mentions crowdfunding.!* 100% of our staff, which comprises 30 individuals, 
comprise volunteers, which reduces our overall costs. While there is no person who holds the position 
of accountant, there is one person tasked with budgeting and another with fundraising, along with two 
others in administration, all of which can handle finances. Of course, when a budget is written, it is 
completed with input from all sections of the organization, whether one works in the areas of 
administration, patron services, collection development, external relations, or leadership. The same is 
the case for the strategic plan, which is written every 3-5 years, with the budget based off goals from 
this plan, but not constraining the ideas from the plan itself.'9 


Now, onto the budget itself, which shown in the chart below: 


Description Actual 2017 Projected 2018 Variance Variance % 
Money raised through $100,000 $50,000 -50,000 -50% 
crowdfunding 

Mighty Cause transaction | $3,000 $1,500 -1,500 -50% 
& credit card fees (3% 

estimated fee of 

crowfunding) 

Rewards to crowdfunders | $2,000 $3,000 +1,000 +50% 
Mighty Cause Plus Plan $1,188 $2,376 +1,118 +50% 
(cost per year) 

Recruiting $1,000 $0 -1,000 -100% 
Staff development $1,000 $1,000 0 0% 
Communications $1,000 $1,000 0 0% 
Equipment $1,000 $1,000 0 0% 
Travel (including paying | $1,000 $1,000 0 0% 
parking tickets) 
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Marketing $2,000 $1,000 -1,000 -50% 
Maintenance, including | $2,000 $1,000 -1,000 -50% 
insurance payments 

Energy consumption $3,000 $6,000 +3,000 +50% 
Collection development | $2,000 $4,000 +2,000 +50% 
Cost for media services | $5,000 $2,500 -2,500 -50% 
Book binding and repair | $1,000 $1,000 0 0% 
Total library operations | $29,188 $25,876 =3,312 -11.3% 
General fund ending $67,812.00 $26,124 -41,688 -61.5% 
balance 


Research strategy 

The research strategy for this project was cogent and developed, pulling in library and other 
resources in order to make the BHL as realistic as possible. 

While the imagined library proposed for this project has not come to fruition, it was possible to 
use publicly available information, from government agencies and advocacy organizations focused on 
the homeless to delineate the demographics of the homeless population in Baltimore. In order to 
construct the brief description of the library, I first used a number of pages on the EPFL’s website, 
which outlined their accessibility guidelines, general library rules, mobile jobs center, and 
bookmobiles. Furthermore, my short analysis which outlined how the homeless population has 
expanded since the 1980s and how they are an excluded population within existing public library 
systems across the United States stemmed from a number of sources from a simple search with the 
terms of “libraries and the homeless.” These sources included established media like Huffington Post, 
Baltimore Sun, Los Angeles Times, Washington Post, Reuters, Detroit Free Press, The Guardian, Star 
Tribune, National Geographic, academic journals like The Southeastern Librarian and the Student 
Research Journal, along with other varied sources like publications of the American Library 
Association, information schools in higher educational institutions, and other relevant websites. 


Additionally, through a simple search which began with “homeless in Baltimore,” I was able to find a 


number of advocacy groups like Baltimore Outreach Services, Youth Empowered Society, Baltimore 
Station, Health Care for the Homeless, Housing Our Neighbors, articles in well-known media (like 
Afro, Baltimore Brew, CBS Baltimore, Business Insider, Salon, Capital News Service, and Think 
Progress), government publications and webpages, coupled with other appropriate websites for this 
topic. Some of this information was originally part of the mission statement section, but was added into 
the brief description section. This ensured that this section of the guiding documents was more about 
the library’s services to the homeless population rather than the mission. 

Building upon the information I had gathered for the brief description, I was able to effectively 
create a mission statement, which was partially based on mission statements of other public libraries. 
While some of the plans that libraries had implemented for the homeless were delineated in the sources 
I had used for the previous section, those sources I used for this section were specifically focused on 
Baltimore. This helped me refine what the library was standing for, outlining its mission in plain and 
simple terms that could be broadly understood, without getting into too much complexity. I was also 
able to ensure that the mission statement was as accurate as possible to the reality of Baltimore. In the 
first draft, my mission statement was longer, but this information was then moved to the brief 
description as it was more about the library’s services than its mission. As a result, the mission 
statement became more concise, which was good for the guiding documents as a whole. 

Additionally, I loosely based my budget on that of the King County Library System or KCLS 
which serves as a library system based in Washington State’s King County. However, I could not copy 
their budget blindly, as my institution was different than the KCLS, and on a much smaller scale. In 
order to ensure that I had the prices of Mighty Cause, in terms of fees and other plans, correct, I looked 
on their website. Since this institution is primarily funded by crowdfunding, I searched “crowdfunding 
budget,” or something along those lines, from which I found articles on Medium, Kickbooster, Forbes, 
and The Balance, along with other sources. This ensured that my budget accurately showed the cost of 


crowdfunding. Originally in my budget I was planning to include a section about paying staff members, 


but using MIT’s Living Wage calculator, it showed that those in the “Office & Administrative Support” 
category, in the Baltimore area, generally earn a salary of $37,812 a year. It would be impossible to pay 
workers this with a crowdfunding budget of $100,000, as paying that amount for 30 staff members 
would be $1,134,160 a year, over ten times the money that would be raised from crowdfunding! With 
that, I decided to make all the staff members, including the Chief Coordinator, volunteers so that 
everyone would be on an equal playing field, reducing possible (and inevitable) friction between paid 
and unpaid staff. While grants from other foundations could have been added as a way to pay such 
staff, this would have led the BHL to be hemmed in by constraints from those who are grantors, 
specifically from the big foundations of the world, allowing the BHL to engage in projects which likely 
would not be funded by those who were the grantors. Considering the nature of this institution, the 
budget put forth on pages 6 and 7 serves as an operating budget rather than a capital budget because the 
library does not have a physical location, something which no other library, other than the Little Free 
Library program, currently has, at the present. The budget was carefully changed and edited based on 
suggestions from colleagues. These suggestions were also helpful in revising the guiding documents as 
a whole, ensuring that the document was in its best form possible. While more sections could have 
been helpful in delineating these guiding documents, it seems that with the information provided in 
here fully encompasses this topic, providing a starting point for those which wish to make this idea 
purposed in this documents a reality. In the end, I am a bit hesitant about the idea of a mobile homeless 
library, due to all the elements involved, but I think it is a still a good and worthwhile concept on the 


whole which could be easily attempted under the right circumstances. 
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